Haspe Ima th's account of the role of teleological explanations in linguistics is clear and illuminating, as is also his analysis of the not too explicit relationship between OT constraints and functional motivations. But the main point of OT lies, as far as I can understand, not in the constraints themselves but rather in the claim that variation between and within languages can be reduced to differences in the ranking of constraints. It ought to follow from this that language change has essentially to be modification of the weightings of one or more constraints. Haspelmath's paper does not really address the issue of the viability of such a view on language change. Instead, he brings in adaptation as an explanatory concept from evolutionary biology.
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The application of adaptation to the theory of linguistic change is not unproblematic. Typically, biological populations change their genetic make-up as a response to changes in the environment. Such situations are also found in language change, as when new words are introduced to refer to cultural innovations, but attempts to explain grammatical and phonological change in a similar way have not been convincing. Adaptation does constrain linguistic change in the sense that new structures have to meet minimal demands on functionality to be accepted. But this will not, in the normal case, lead to a transition from a sub-optimal to an optimal stage in the development of the language. A case in point is Haspelmath's paradigm example, the assumed transition from [kxtz] to [kaets] . As he himself acknowledges in fn. 3, this example is "not ideal" since [kxtz] is "very difficult to pronounce" and "was presumably eliminated very soon". Indeed, it can be doubted whether there has ever been a stage of English where [kaetz] was a normal pronunciation. Rather than language change proper we seem here to be dealing with "instant adaptation".
Another key concept in Haspelmath's account is variation. Its role in the story of language change, however, is also problematic. Darwin's notion of natural selection presupposes pre-existing variation in the population. But since natural selection inevitably eliminates some of the variation, there must be something that constantly "feeds" the pool of variation if the whole process is not going to eventually cease. In evolutionary biology, random mutations are assumed to be the source of new variation. Haspelmath acknowledges that the situation in linguistics is different: the source of linguistic variation is often non-random, he says, and the introduction of a variant may be motivated by the same user constraint that drives the further process of selection. But this undermines the explanatory role of variation in the process of change: variation is not a precondition but rather a (temporary) consequence of change.
The allowed variation in constraint ranking weakens the proposition that OT constraints are universal; it seems that nothing can prevent constraints from getting such a low ranking that they are rendered non-operative in a language. Haspelmath's constraints are not universal but "arise from general constraints on language use". However, to make his theory work, he also needs to allow for variation, which means that the output of the constraints has to be to some extent underdetermined. On the other hand, this variation is assumed to be partly eliminated over time by selection processes guided by user optimality. That is, the same forces that determine the constraints also determine the elimination of the residue not determined by these constraints. In other words, how can optimalization operate on an already optimized input, and in addition, give rise to different solutions in different languages? The solution apparently favoured by Haspelmath is to ascribe those differences to social selection, following a suggestion by Bill Croft. He assures us that this does not affect the main point of his paper -still, it seems to me that it is unclear whether there is any essential role left for adaption in such a scenario. Indeed, there is no guarantee that changes induced by social selection always maximize user optimality. In a footnote, Haspelmath acknowledges that the great majority of all morphosyntactic changes -viz. those subsumable under the notion of grammaticalizationmay in fact be counter-adaptive. Curiously, however, he later discusses such a change -the introduction of obligatory subject pronouns in West European languages -without mentioning the possibility of it being counter-adaptive. Let us briefly look at the issue.
The constraint PARSE mentioned in this connection is one of many OT constraints that presuppose a thinking in which a speaker operates on a given input -something like the "underlying structure" of other theories, and several of them could be summarized under a super-constraint "Don't mess with the input". But where do you get the input from? That is, who tells you that there is an "underlying topical pronoun"? It seems to be in the spirit of most functionally-oriented theories to avoid such assumptions, but it is not at clear what happens to the whole OT machinery if you do.
Haspelmath proposes a scenario in which (a) English and French speakers increasingly use subject pronouns to compensate for the poor inflectional system, (b) this use "becomes so frequent that it is reanalyzed as obligatory". Notice that it is precisely changes like (b) that characterize grammaticalization and that what motivates calling it "counter-adaptive" is that something is done
